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ABSTRACT 
Vocabulary is an important thing in English. Therefore, at university vocabulary is a compulsory subject 
for English language study program. Students cannot speak, write, listen, and read the reading texts 
when they do not have enough vocabulary to understand the reading texts. Thus, students should master 
vocabulary. The purpose of this research is to know students’ problems in vocabulary mastery. This 
research is a descriptive research. The population of the research is students of education faculty of UPI 
YPTK Padang in 2018/2019 academic year. The sample of the research is students of English education 
language study program. The data were collected by using questionnaire. Questionnaire is given to 
know students’ reasons and problems in mastery vocabulary. The result of the questionnaire proved that 
students have different opinions about their ability in mastery vocabulary. 
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INTRODUCTION 
English is a subject at university. The purpose of English at university is not only to give 
skill to the students, but also to help students to find or to get a job after they graduated later. Since 
English is an international language. Skill of English is very important for the students because 
they are as academic person needs more knowledge to face globalization era. English has any 
important parts. They are skills and language components of English. Skills of English are 
speaking, reading, writing and listening. Language components of English are vocabulary, 
grammar, pronunciation and spelling. Between skills and language components are supported each 
other. They also cannot be separated each other. 
One of language components are vocabulary. Vocabulary is a key of English. Someone 
cannot speak, write, listen and read if she/ he does not have vocabulary. In vocabulary class, 
students learn vocabularies of English. They give many vocabularies of sports, school objects, 
household objects, part of plants, tree, volume, etc. The purpose is to make the students can use the 
vocabularies in their daily life, since vocabularies is an important thing in communication. As 
stated by Moeller et al (2009: 2) vocabulary is central to the learning of foreign language includes 
literature, music and content knowledge. 
At university especially for English study program, vocabulary is a compulsory subject. 
But, based on writer preliminary observation, at UPI YPTK Padang students still have low ability 
in vocabulary. Students will not understand the text if they do not have vocabulary. Students also 
cannot speak if they do not have vocabulary. Moreover, the fact in the classroom showed that 
students still have problems and difficulties in identifying the vocabularies. They still doubt in 
identifying which one of adverb, verb, adjective and noun.  
In learning vocabulary, students are still confused which one is adverb. For example 
students are still difficult to know whether “good“ is included to adjective or to adverb. Moreover, 
students also had problems in adjective. They are not only difficult to identify the category of 
vocabulary but also difficult to make the adjective in form of comparison. For example to state 
something is more than other, it needs comparison. So the adjective will be add –er or more. In 
addition, some students also had difficulties in verb. They cannot know the regular or irregular 
verb. Moreover, students sometimes use dictionary directly to know the meaning of new 
vocabulary. Actually it is not allowed to searched the meaning directly, students should guess the 
meaning first. Then, students’ problem related to pronunciation of the words. English has different 
pronunciation to the written form. Therefore, students have difficulties to catch the meaning of the 
vocabulary. After that, students still have problem related to grammar. For example the comparison 
degree of adjective, tenses and passive voice. Therefore, based on these phenomena, researcher 
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wants to conduct a research entitled an analysis of students’ problems in vocabulary mastery at 
English study program at UPI YPTK Padang in 2018/2019 academic year. 
There are some definitions of vocabulary. Faraj (2015: 10) says that vocabulary is an 
essential building block of language and as such it makes sense to be able to measure learners’ 
knowledge of it. Therefore vocabulary is one of the most pivotal components of language learning 
and teaching of a foreign language since it affords learner of the language access to all forms of 
oral and written communication of word. Moreover, Alqahtani in Cameron (2001) defines that 
vocabulary as one of the knowledge areas in language, plays a great role for learners in acquiring a 
language. In line to Alqahtani, Nagy (1997) argues that vocabulary knowledge is fundamental to 
comprehending text. Hudson (2007) defines that vocabulary knowledge is a key element to better 
reading comprehension. Next, Chou in Andriani (2019:16) says that vocabulary is a key point in 
understanding text. Then, Nation (1990) defines that vocabulary plays a great role predictor of 
overall reading ability. 
Vocabulary learning plays an important role in foreign language learning, both in the first 
language and second language. According to Kamil and Heibert in Ahmadi et al (2005: 187) 
vocabulary is as knowledge of words or word meaning. Moreover, Ling et al (2012: 55) also 
suggest that the vocabulary also should introduce from the simple to the complex one.  They also 
suggest that to the author to make the meaning of the vocabulary can be guessed by the students 
without look dictionary. So, students get new vocabularies during the learning. The text should 
allow students to make inference, apply what they read in their real life, identify meaning of 
unknown words from the context, replace difficult words with the simpler words and new words 
are repeated for reinforcement.     
Vocabulary is central to English language teaching because without sufficient vocabulary 
students cannot understand other or express their own ideas. Wilkins (1972) states that while 
without grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed. 
Moreover Albeit in Faraj (2015: 11) defines that vocabulary is not the only element that convey 
meaning, but also there are some other vital feature like grammar, intonation, stress, tone of voice, 
rhythm, pauses, silences or hesitations, etc. McCathy (1990) argues that no matter how well the 
students learns grammar, no matter how successful the sounds of second language are mastered, 
without words to express a wide range of meanings, communication in a second language just 
cannot happen in any meaningful way. It can be concluded that vocabulary is a very important part 
of language. Especially for teaching and learning process, vocabulary plays an important role. 
Therefore, students should be master as many as possible vocabularies.  
 
Vocabulary is one of the difficult subjects and students have problems in mastery 
vocabulary because vocabulary skill includes some aspects. According to Cameron (2001: 78) 
vocabulary skill included: pronunciation, spelling, grammar and meaning. 
1. Pronunciation 
Pronunciation is one of the aspects that have a great influence of vocabulary. Pronunciation is 
the way in which a particular person pronounces the word of a language. Students need to 
listen a new word in foreign language in order they can notice the sound at the beginning and 
at the end, the stress patterns of the word. There is different pronunciation between English 
and Indonesian vocabularies. Every language has special phoneme, English has different 
sound with Indonesia/ Malaysia sound. Therefore, students have problems in pronunciation. 
The students have difficulties for some reasons. The first reason is that some sounds of 
English do not exist in Indonesia. The phoneme /o/ (thin) and /Ө/ (this) are found, it is not 
found in Indonesia. Therefore, in learning pronunciation, one must learn or not only to form 
sound correctly but also to use them in the correctly place. 
2. Spelling 
Students need to know the letters and syllables that make up the word that is called spelling. 
Spelling is the act of forming words correctly from individual letter or the way that a word is 
spelt. Sound-spelling mismatches are likely to be the cause of errors; either of pronunciation 
or of spelling and can contributes to a word’s difficulty. While most of English spelling is 
fairly law-abiding, there are also some glaring irregularities.  
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3. Grammar  
Also problematic is the grammar associated with the word, especially if this differs from 
mother language equivalent. Remembering whether a verb enjoy, love, or hope is followed by 
an infinite (to swim) or an –ing form (swimming) can add to is difficulty. 
4. Meaning  
When two words overlap in meaning, learners are likely to confuse them. Make  and do are a 
case in point. 
5. Range, condition and idiomaticity 
 
METHODS 
The method of this research is a descriptive research. Gay and Airasian (2000) state that 
descriptive research determines and reports the ways thing are. It is told about something occurs in 
the field. Further, Gay and Airasian also add there are two reasons why people use the descriptive 
method. First, a high percentage of reported research studies are descriptive in nature. Second, the 
descriptive method is useful for investigating a variety of educational problems. Since it is a 
descriptive research, the data will be collected through test, interview and observation. This 
research was at English study program of UPI YPTK Padang. The location is on Jalan Lubuk 
Begalung Padang, Sumatera Barat province. The research was taken at second semester on 
2018/2019 academic year. 
This research used descriptive method. This research described the object of the research 
and described them systematically and accurately. In this research, the population is total number 
of students of English study program of UPI YPTK Padang. This statement means that sample is 
part of individual members which is chosen to represent of the whole population. In this research, 
the sample is students of English language study program of UPI YPTK Padang. The sampling 
used is total sampling.  
The technique of data collection is through questionnaire. Questionnaire has forms such as 
multiple choice item and Likert Scale. A likert scale ask participant to respond a series of 
statement, they were strongly agree (SA), agree (A), undecided (U), disagree (D) or strongly 
disagree (SD) with each statement. The instrument consists of several items that express students’ 
mastery of vocabulary. The score of questionnaire will give based on the type of each item. The 
score arranged: SA=5, A= 4, U=3, D=2, SD=1. 
 
FINDINGS 
Based on the data analysis, the scores of questionnaire are can be seen in the following explanation. 
1. Grammar 
The result of questionnaire shows the indicator grammar as in the following table: 
 
Table 1. Result of Questionnaire in Grammar 
Score interval Category Frequency Percentage 
≥33 Strongly Agree 2 2.94 
27-32 Agree 16 41.18 
21-26 Undecided 16 52.94 
15-20 Disagree 0 2.94 
≤14 Strongly disagree 0 0 
Total 34 100 
 
The table shows students’ problem in mastery vocabulary in indicator grammar is 
categorized good enough. This is because students still have problems in categorizing the words. 
For example statement of the questionnaire ‘I am able to mastery vocabulary especially adjective’. 
In this statement, students gave agree respond. But in test, students have a little bit difficulties in 
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comparison degree of adjective. Students still doubt to add –er after the adjective or using more. 
Actually it can be solved, when they have study hard and do more practice. 
Then, statement related to grammar is ‘I can mastery the past form such as go-went-gone. 
Students gave agree respond toward this statement. It means that students did not have problem 
related to the past tense. But sometimes students still doubt when they faced questions. The result 
of the test showed that students have good ability in past tense. Only little student who could not 
make different about past tense. It is showed by the result of the test, students could answer the 
questions. But there are some students who still have mistake about this one. 
 
2. Pronunciation 
Table 2. Result of Questionnaire in Pronunciation 
Score interval Category Frequency Percentage 
≥19 Strongly agree 6 2.94 
15-18 Agree 17 41.18 
11-14 Undecided 9 52.94 
7-10 Disagree 2 2.94 
≤6 Strongly disagree 0 0 
Total 34 100 
 
From the questionnaire, it can be known that student’s problems in mastery vocabulary 
also influenced by pronunciation. Pronunciation of a word in English is different to the written 
form of the word. Students gave respond agree toward the statement about pronunciation. For 
example the statement ‘I am difficult to understand and to make differences between vocabularies 
such as wise, wish, twist and twist. So, it showed that the students do not have problem related to 
pronunciation. 
 
3. Spelling 
Table 3. Result of Questionnaire in Spelling 
Score interval Category Frequency Percentage 
≥22 Strongly agree 1 2.94 
18-21 Agree 14 41.18 
14-17 Undecided 18 52.94 
10-13 Disagree 1 2.94 
≤9 Strongly disagree 0 0 
Total 34 100 
 
From the table, it can be known that students’ problem in vocabulary also influenced by 
spelling. It can be known from their respond when they ask to spell vocabularies from the 
unarranged letters. Actually to spell, English vocabulary correctly is more difficult than in 
Indonesian. Thus, English vocabularies have different pronunciation to the written form. It is a 
point that make learners are difficult for spelling new words when they listen it. 
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DISCUSSION 
From the findings, it can be seen that in spelling aspect, students are asked to spell the 
vocabulary correctly. In meaning, students are asked to match the vocabularies. Some students 
still have problems in defining the meaning of new vocabularies. It means that they still have 
difficulties in mastery vocabularies. They are difficult in finding the definition of new 
vocabularies. Matching the words to the synonyms are categorized an easy activity to 
recognizing meaning of vocabulary. Students have a nice activity when they do matching the 
words to the synonyms. Students can do this activity well. They can match the words to the 
synonyms correctly. Then, students also arrange the unarranged letters to be a new vocabulary. 
They also can do this activity. The students can find as many as possible vocabularies from the 
unarranged words. For instance the letters are: c-a-p-o-m-n-y. The students can make 
vocabularies from the unarranged letters are: can, camp, nap, pan, man, map, any, a, an, may, 
no, pay.  
From the questionnaire, it can be known that student’s problems in mastery vocabulary 
also influenced by pronunciation. Pronunciation of a word in English is different to the written 
form of the word. Students gave respond agree toward the statement about pronunciation. For 
example the statement ‘I am difficult to understand and to make differences between vocabularies 
such as wise, wish, twist and twist. So, it showed that the students do not have problem related to 
pronunciation.  
The factors that influenced students’ mastery of vocabulary are outside and inside 
factors. The outside factor is such as environment. For example environment does not support 
students to study or to practice. Students do not have friends or family that they can share of 
talk to them. So, students do not have place to share their ideas. Then, the inside factor is such 
as practice or personality of the students. They are brave or not to speak or practice in front of 
many people. Then, other inside factor is ashamed. Students sometimes fell ashamed to speak.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 From the questionnaire, it can be concluded that students’ problems in mastery vocabulary 
are related to grammar, pronunciation, meaning and spelling. In pronunciation, this is because the 
sometimes the vocabularies that are pronounced different to the written form. In grammar aspect, 
students have problem in using verb two forms or past tense. Therefore, to increase students’ 
vocabulary mastery, it needs more exercises. 
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